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Oral Language Activities in the Early
Childhood Classroom
BY KATHLEEN BOIKE-FOSTER

T

hree years ago, in the small rural classroom where I teach kindergarten, I had several students in one
class who received special services for speech. The speech therapist suggested that, because she was serving more than the usual percentage of students in one classroom, weekly whole-class oral language activities would be beneficial. In some of the activities she led the students in cloze sentence stories and rhymes.
In others, she told a simple story to the children and then drew pictures to retell it while asking them, "What
comes next?" Many of her activities included songs and movement.

Within a short time, I saw improvements in my general education students as well as those with special
needs. I especially noticed their development in
recognizing rhyming words and sequencing stories.
I asked her to continue these weekly activities, even
after the students she served moved on to first grade.
Through her work, I had realized the benefits of
addressing more than one learning style when
considering pre-emergent literacy activities in the
classroom. As an early childhood educator, I have
become more interested in Howard Gardner's Multiple Intelligence Theory each year. Gardner proposes
that intelligence includes musical, intrapersonal,
interpersonal, bodily/kinesthetic, linguistic, spatial,
logical/mathematical, and more recently, naturalistic
potentials (Hirsch, 2004). Traditionally, I approached
the linguistic aspect of emergent literacy by addressing visual learning tasks. When teaching children to
read in my kindergarten class, I now see a need to
address young children not only as visual learners,
but as auditory learners as well. This is especially
true when students come to school in the pre-emergent stages of literacy.
To understand the significance of oral language in
early childhood classrooms (preschool through grade
two), I researched the topic. In this paper I discuss
the importance and use of developmentally appropriate oral language activities in early childhood classrooms, how they support the foundations of literacy
development, and the connection between oral

language development and reading development.
I connect these activities with Howard Gardner's
Multiple Intelligence Theory and their relevance
to children's lives. After I note the small window of
opportunity for facilitating oral language development, I examine some activities I currently use and
how they relate to linguistic development and aid
phonemic awareness. These include creative drama,
word play, and listening and speaking practice. I
suggest how oral language activities within these
categories align with current Michigan Department
of Education Kindergarten Grade Level Content
Expectations (GLCE's).

Developmentally Appropriate
Early Oral Language Activities
Why is it important to promote early oral language
skills? Oral language ability is important to reading
skills. Roth, Speece, and Cooper (2002) identify three
domains of oral language that are related to the
development of reading ability: structural language
(semantics, morphology, and syntax), metasemantics, and narrative discourse. These researchers
also emphasize the central role that phonological
awareness plays in decoding words, and they note
that accomplishment in oral language development
enhances achievement in reading comprehension.
Oral language activities need to be developmentally
appropriate. Barry (2004) says that much language
learning is developmental and that children's abil-
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ity to become aware of language (metalinguistic
awareness) is fostered by the use of language play.
When incorporating oral language activities into
the classroom, teachers should approach planning
with sensitivity to their students' general stages
of oral language development. Children's stages
of oral language development are not necessarily
related to age or grade level but are related purely
to a developmental stage (Knott & McDonald, 1992).
McCathren (2003) describes three stages of oral
language development in young children: recognizing the length of sentences, understanding that
words have syllables, and being able to manipulate
individual phonemes to create rhymes. It is essential
that teachers determine the range of oral language
development among their students when planning
lessons. An understanding of linguistic intelligence
and brain development also helps teachers to
appropriately address the early childhood curriculum
(Hirsch, 1994).

against our classroom window during handwriting
practice time. We put down our pencils and instead
had timed table discussions on why we thought
he was trying to get in. This short activity proved
useful on several levels. The discussion allowed the
children to talk about what was immediately on their
minds, thereby serving as a classroom management
strategy. Because I stopped a regularly scheduled
activity to talk about the robin, I lent importance
to the children's own language and estimation of
the situation. Later, the children's conversations
provided ideas for their writing topics. Oral language
activities should be engaging, meaningful, and
enjoyable, and it is easier to integrate them into your
classroom if they are fun. In fact, the most effective
oral language teaching strategies are fun games
(Justice, 2003; Blevins, 2000; Thompson, 2000).

Early childhood educators have the opportunity to
bridge that great chasm from oral communication
to literacy by promoting reading as an alternative
view oflanguage. There is, however, a brief biopsychological window of opportunity for facilitating oral
language development. In fact, Justice (2002) asserts
that "the preschool years provide the developing
child a brief and singularly critical window of opportunity to develop sophisticated oral language skills"
(p.91). The early childhood years, birth through age
8, are the most important for literacy development
(NAEYC position statement in Hirsch, 2002). Woods
(1998) notes that the age of 4 years, 2 months is
pivotal in oral language development and the ability
to understand the concept of rhyming. Children who
cannot rhyme in kindergarten may need stimulation.
More pointedly, he emphasizes that intervention
after kindergarten in non-rhyming students is less
than successful.

The Michigan Department of Education developed
a set of Grade Level Content Expectations (GLCE's)
for kindergarten. These targets represent theoretical,
researched-based English language arts outcomes
within the content standards found in the Michigan
Curriculum Framework (Michigan Department of
Education, 2005). Because oral language development applies to several of these GLCE's, it is important for Michigan's early childhood teachers to know
and make use of oral language activities. The table
on page 17 aligns the oral language activities that I
discuss next with specific GLCE's for kindergarten.

Daily oral language activities are a vital part of an
early childhood curriculum. In my own classroom,
I encourage oral language activity at almost all
times of the day. Other teachers in my building have
commented that my room seems especially talkative,
to which I reply, "Thank you!" often to puzzled looks.
Classrooms that promote oral language are abuzz. To
the untrained ear, this could prove distracting.
This chatter is purposeful and managed. One morning, for example, a robin banged itself several times
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Oral Language Activities
and Michigan's GLCE's

The variety of oral language activities in the early
childhood classroom is limited only by the imagination of the teacher. Almost any idea or concept can be
transformed into an oral language activity. Activities
can range from formal lessons within a themed unit
to those spontaneous teachable moments. The creative drama, word play, and listening and speaking
activities for promoting oral language development
that I describe next can also support development in
phonological awareness.

Creative Drama
Through my experience as a kindergarten teacher,
I have come to believe strongly that students learn
best from activities relevant to them. The development of oral language skills by way of dramatic
performance dealing with relevant, real-life subjects
is especially helpful (Heinig, 1993).
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Table 1. Oral Language Activities Applied to Michigan GLCEs
Michigan Kindergarten

Oral Language Activity

Grade Level Content Expectation
S.CN.00.01 explore and use language to communicate with a
variety of audiences and for different purposes including problemsolving, explaining, looking for solutions, constructing relationships, and expressing courtesies.

Classroom Drama
W.PS.00.01 develop originality in oral, written, and visual
messages in both narrative (e.g., natural language, expressed
sentiment, original ideas) and informational writing (e.g. , listing,
naming, describing).
R.AT.00.02 choose books, book activities, word play, and writing
on their own during free time in school and at home.

Puppets

R.WS.00.03 understand the alphabetic principle, that sounds in
words are expressed by the letters of the alphabet.
R.WS.00.04 use grapho-phonemic (letter-sound) cues to recognize
a few one-syllable words when presented completely out of context. Begin to associate letters and sounds, particularly initial and
final consonants.

Word Play and Echoing

Oral Segmentation and Rhythmic
Clapping

R.WS.00.01 demonstrate phonemic awareness by the wide range
of sound manipulation competencies including sound blending and
deletion.
R.WS.00.02 recognize that words are composed of sounds blended
together and carry meaning.
R.WS.00.08 narrow possibilities in predicting words using initial
letters/sounds (phonics), patterns oflanguage (syntactic), and
picture clues (semantic).

Interactive Reading

S.DS.00.02 briefly tell or retell about familiar experiences or
interests focusing on basic story grammar or main ideas and key
details.
Listening and Speaking Practice

Rhyme, Alliteration, and Music

S.DS.00.04 plan and deliver presentations using a descriptive
informational organizational pattern providing several facts and
details to make their point clearly and audibly.

R.NT.00.02 identify the basic form and purpose of a variety of narrative genre including stories, nursery rhymes, poetry, and songs.

SPRING-SUMMER

2006 - V oL. 38, No. 3

17

ORAL LANGUAGE ACTIVITIES IN THE EARLY CHILDHOOD CLASSROOM

In early childhood classrooms, the use of puppets can
be an important creative drama tool for developing
language skills. Research has shown that, because
puppets are non-threatening, they offer a comfortable way for young children to express emotions and
to experiment with language (Hirsch, 2004). Through
the use of puppet play children may explore and
discover styles and registers that differ from their
everyday speech (Tatar, 2002).
There is a tie between the use of creative drama
and lighting a spark to see reading and writing as
a useful tool. Writing and reading their own texts
to produce relevant performances encourages and
establishes ownership and the value of literacy to
young children. Opportunities for creative drama can
provide strong motivation for reading and vocabulary
building and help students to internalize the importance of reading and writing (Tatar, 2002; Heathcote,
1995; McCaslin, 1990; Wagner, 1985).

Word Play
Word play is a natural component of language that
develops spontaneously in young children (Barry,
2002). The simplest word play games involve echoing
or merely repeating what is heard. This activity aids
children in understanding that words and sentences
vary in length and intonation (McCathren, 2003).
Oral segmentation, a form of word play, involves
listening for and manipulating individual phonemes
(Blevins, 2000; McCathren 2003). Students are
encouraged to segment or separate the onset (initial
consonant or consonant cluster) from the rime
(the remaining part of the word). For example, in
segmenting the word "bat," students will say /b/, /at/,
/bat/. With practice, this exercise can lead students
to segmenting initial phonemes in words.
A popular word play game, the "Name Game," uses
consonants that typically fall at the boundaries
(initial or final position) of syllables (McBride-Chang,
1999) to produce rhyming nonsense words. I have
learned from personal experience that a subcategory
of consonants, the letter names for C, F, H, L, M, S)
often confuses students who do not yet understand
the difference between letter-names and lettersounds. These children will give the letter-sound
of "F" as "eh" because the name of the letter begins
with that sound. The "Name Game" may be as effective as it is with young children because children do
better at learning letter-sound correspondences with
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letters that contain the beginning sounds of their
name (Treiman, Weatherston, & Berch, 1994).
The abilities to rhyme and produce alliteration are
important indicators of phonological awareness and
can be supported by oral language activities. Words
rhyme when they share a rime structure after the
initial consonant or consonant blend. Alliteration is
when two or more words share a phoneme in the initial, medial, or final position. Woods (1998) stresses
the importance of incorporating rhyming activities in
the early childhood curriculum when he notes that
"Before using the visual skill to compose and read
words, the child must develop an understanding
of the auditory patterns and rhythm of language;
rhyme supports this understanding" (p. 34).
McCathren (2003) and Justice (2003) both see the
concepts of rhyme and alliteration as developing in
stages and suggest that the early childhood teacher
address them developmentally. Rhyme and alliteration instruction should begin with easier tasks and
games that help children to recognize when words
rhyme and then move to more difficult tasks such as
generating their own rhyming words or words with
the same initial and ending sounds. Playing with
alliteration and rhymes can serve as an introduction
to the world of letter-sounds for children and help
them to become sensitive to phoneme similarities
and differences. These kinds of activities also aid in
the ability to focus on the sound structure oflanguage as separate from meaning.

Speaking and Listening
Listening and responding to others is crucial to
literacy learning because it provides the fundamentals on which we learn to read and write (Knott &
McDonald, 1992). An area of oral language skill that
should not be overlooked by early childhood teachers
is the development of interpersonal intelligence.
Gardner (1993) even goes so far as to say that the
success of the human species relies on interpersonal
intelligence. Listening and speaking activities
incorporate interpersonal oral language activities
into the classroom.
Through interpersonal speaking, we converse by
talking about and asking questions about personal
experiences and events. Teachers can facilitate interpersonal listening and speaking through the use of
daily news telling. Some ways to integrate this into
the classroom are the use of a news board, partner
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news, and circle news (Knott and McDonald, 1992).

In these activities children practice communicating
by considering their audience and interpreting and
presenting information.
All early childhood teachers incorporate storybook
reading into their classrooms. This is often a listening activity. By making read-alouds more interactive,
however, we can make better use of classroom time
by developing phonological awareness skills through
purposeful oral language activity while we read
aloud. During interactive read-alouds, the teacher
prompts students to dynamically participate in the
progression of the story by the use of oral techniques
such as prediction, comments, and doze sentences.
Research suggests that, although interactive storybook reading can produce substantial gains in oral
language development in all children, it particularly
benefits those from low-income environments who
may demonstrate language delays (McCathren,
2003).
A teacher's choice of books to read with young
children is important when planning an interactive
reading activity. Books with playful sounds, predictable texts, alphabet books, and poetry are a good
start (Rodgers, 2001). A teacher's careful selection
of reading material enhances a child's motivation to
read. Relevant storybooks with which students can
make personal connections and associations with
real life situations are more interesting and meaningful to them. In fact, when personalization and
rhyming are combined, children focus on the material and most often want to hear it read repeatedly.
The use of music in the early childhood classroom
can support musical intelligence (Gardner, 1993),
oral language development, and early reading. The
all-time favorite "Alphabet Song" is perhaps the
most important tune a child can learn. It supports
children in learning the names and sequence of the
letters when they sing it frequently. Including music
in bilingual education programs can be notably helpful for language development (Fisher, 2001). Music is
a natural complement to literacy instruction because
the language of children has rhythm and melody.
Kolb (1996) notes the natural ability of young
children to use music to develop emergent literacy
skills: "The spontaneous disposition children have
toward rhythm and melody makes music an ideal
tool for assisting them with the interwoven facets of
language: listening, reading, speaking, and writing"
(pp. 76-77).
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Listening to and participating in songs and chants
offers students the chance to exercise auditory
discrimination skills (Hirsch, 2004). Singing nursery
rhymes may be especially helpful because they have
a limited note range, making them easy to sing.
Simple rhythmic clapping games also benefit those
who need to develop an awareness of word parts by
emphasizing syllables. McCathren (2003) suggests
clapping while chanting nursery rhymes or singing
songs. Children who have not yet demonstrated the
ability to rhyme benefit from less complex chants
and songs with short lines and rhymes in couplets.

Conclusion
School districts in Michigan and across the country
are held accountable for student outcomes, and these
outcomes depend on what happens at the classroom
level. It is of great consequence that early childhood
teachers become familiar with and implement oral
language activities that support Grade Level Content
Expectations. Because of this emphasis on accountability, school administrators may direct teachers
to focus curriculum on the areas that get the most
scrutiny: mathematics, social studies, science, and
the English language arts. Student success in any
of these subject areas, however, begins in early
childhood classrooms. These teachers need a sound,
solid background in oral language development and
knowledge of purposeful, developmentally appropriate activities that support it.
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